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and Western
Australian
agriculture
By T. Marshall*, Senior Research Officer,
Carcase Classification

Introduction

The 1981 winter started late in most
of Western Australia s agricultural
areas, but brought regular soaking
rains for most of the growing season
for crops and pastures.
In doing so it broke a drought which
for some wheatbelt districts had run
for five consecutive seasons, with
varying severity. Only a few isolated
districts experienced a poor season in
1981.
Western Australians hope never to
see another such series of
droughts . . but history makes this a
vain hope indeed. Droughts or dry
years of varying severity have been a
fact of agricultural life since early
settlement.
However, as a result of close cooperation between Governments,
primary producers and agricultural
organisations, a workable formula
for drought relief has been developed
and updated regularly to cope with
most circumstances likely to arise as
a result of drought.

*Former secretary, Drought Consultative
Committee
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History

The first widespread drought to hit
Western Australia's agricultural areas
in recent times came with the failure
of the 1969 winter. Few districts were
spared its effects. It came after a 'run'
of good seasons through the 1960s,
and exposed a general lack of farmer
preparedness in the areas it affected.
Crop yields were reduced drastically;
pastures provided little or no feed for
the flocks and herds built up on the
plentiful feed during previous good
seasons, and grain and fodder
reserves for stock on farms proved
totally inadequate.
As a result the number of stock sent
for slaughter over-taxed the States
abattoir and cold storage facilities.
The first Drought Relief Advisory
Committee was formed to identify
ways to help the affected agricultural
industries. It comprised
representatives of the Department of
Agriculture, the Treasury, the Public
Works Department, the Banks, the
Primary Industries Association (then
the Farmers' Union), Pastoralists and
Graziers Association and the Wool
and Produce Brokers Association. A
number of other bodies, such as the
Bureau of Meteorology, Australian
Wheat Board, the Grain Pool of
W.A., Co-operative Bulk Handling,
the Transport Commission and the
Australian Bureau of Statistics
assisted the Committee. The
Chairman was G. H. Burvill, then
Deputy Director of Agriculture.
As a result of the Committee's
recommendations to Government
and other authorities, Western
Australia's first code of drought relief
measures designed specifically to help
farmers, was formulated. The
principal measures were:
• Freight subsidies on grain and hay
for stock in the affected areas.
• Freight subsidies on stock being
returned from agistment.
• The retention of grain at specific
sidings for use by drought-affected
farmers.
• A saleyard quota system, operating
with the co-operation of stock agents,
to rationalise the flow of stock
through abattoirs.
• An underground water
development scheme.

• Concessional loans of up to $7,500
for drought affected farmers who
could not arrange carry-on finance
from their usual sources.
Fortunately, this drought was not
prolonged.
The Committee was re-formed, with
the same representative bodies, and
the late T. E. McDowell as
Chairman, as the Drought
Consultative Committee in July 1976
after an extremely late seasonal
opening. This late start proved to be
the prelude to an extremely poor
season in most wheatbelt districts.
This time, the severity of the drought
was compounded by the economic
effects on many farmers of the rural
recession of the early I 970s. The
livestock industries particularly had
suffered badly from poor prices, and
the wheat quota system had held
back many grain growers who
otherwise might have consolidated
their financial situations.
When many of the same districts
were hit by the failure of the 1977
and 1979 seasons, the real value of
financial relief measures became
evident. Had they not been available,
many farmers probably would have
been forced to leave the land.
Even in I 978, some pockets of farms
were declared drought affected for
the third successive year.
The 1980 season brought relief to
some of the previously badly-affected
northern districts, but gave a big
section of the central wheatbelt its
worst drought since I 969. The
Drought Consultative Committee
remained 'in business'.
Relief mechanisms

From the outset, the Committee
acknowledged the valuable role of
Local Governments in providing the
mechanism for identifying genuine
drought affected areas, and in
assisting some of the relief measures.
A system of drought declaration on
an area-by-area basis was established
to help identify those farmers whose
drought situations should make them
eligible for assistance.
Today, on the basis of reports from
its farmer ratepayers an affected
Shire applies for 'drought
declaration' of all or part of its area.
130

• A drought-stricken

lupin crop.

as banks and stock firms, could not
always supply because of a lack of
security.
Affected farmers appealed to the
Government for help.
Until this time, State Government
financial help was available, but only
on a very limited basis. Then in 1976
after accepting recommendations
from the Drought Consultative
Committee, the Western Australian
Government requested
Commonwealth help through the
National Disasters Assistance
Scheme.
The financial arrangements for this
scheme had been in operation since
1971, and allowed for concessional
loans to primary producers for carryon, re-stocking and restoration
purposes to aid recovery from
natural disasters such as cyclones,
floods, storms, bushfires and
droughts.

Department of Agriculture advisers,
familiar with the district concerned,
inspect the area and report on its
condition to the Drought
Consultative Committee.
The Committee considers these
reports and makes a recommendation
to the Minister for Agriculture who
formally pronounces the declaration.
Automatically, all farmers in the
declared area become eligible to
apply for drought relief measures. In
recent years local business houses
suffering drought-caused loss of trade
also became eligible to apply for
special Government assistance. In
some years funds have been available
to Shires for special projects to
employ local workers displaced from
their jobs by the drought.
Farmers' relief measures
It became obvious during the 1976
drought that the standard
Government relief measures based on
freight subsidies alone were
inadequate to meet the needs of
many of the worst-affected farmers.

They needed financial help to sow
their crops in the following year ...
help which their usual financiers such

Under those arrangements, each
State Government was committed to
spend a fixed amount from its own
Treasury before qualifying for
Commonwealth help. Until 1978/79,
the Western Australian Government
was obliged to spend $1.5 million on
approved disaster relief measures in
any financial year before any further
needs would be met by the Federal
Treasury. The Commonwealth
doubled the Western Australian
qualification limit to $3 million from
1978/79 on, and introduced a further
obligation that $1 of State funds be
spent for every $3 received from the
Commonwealth, after the $3 million
qualification level was reached.
The first Western Australian
concessional loan measures offered to
drought affected farmers in 1976 had
a 'ceiling' of$ I 0,000 for each
applicant, to enable him to 'carry on'
and implement the next year's
cropping programme. The money
was offered originally at a six per
cent interest rate over a term of five
years, but the borrower was not
required to repay any of the capital
in the first two years.
To be eligible for these loans, the
farmer had to be in a droughtdeclared area; be in working
occupation of his property; be unable
to obtain carry-on finance from his
usual sources; have othe mortgagees
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grant first priority to the
Government's lending agency; have
an equity in his farm after receiving
the loan, and have a reasonable
prospect of continuing in primary
production.
The Western Australian Government
set up a delegated agency within the
Rural and Industries Bank, with the
final responsibility to assess eligibility
and lend the money. All banks in the
Associated Banks of W.A. group
were to be the first points of contact
for loan applicants.
As the severity of the 1976 drought
increased, many drought area
farmers appealed to the Government
through the Drought Consultative
Committee to broaden the scope of
the assistance loans. As a result the
committee made further loan
recommendations to the State
Government in October 1976.
The major recommendation was that
the maximum level of assistance be
raised to $20,000. The eligibility
criteria would remain unchanged.
The State Government accepted the
Committee's recommendations, then
negotiated successfully with the
Commonwealth Government for
approval to lift the loan ceiling. At
this time, the concessional loan rate
was dropped to four per cent, and the
total repayment period was eased to
seven years.
In the same list of recommendations,
the first formal mention was made of
the needs of sharefarmers and lessees,
who in most cases were unable to
provide much security. Subsequently,
special measures were designed to
help drought-affected sharefarmers
and lessees through the Rural
Adjustment Authority.
This was put into operation so
quickly that no loans were ever
issued at the original $10,000 ceiling,
six per cent and five years duration.
As the drought continued into 1977,
the Committee was faced with the
prospect that those farmers who
already had been forced to take up
concessional loans to continue in
business would need further help
because the failure of the 1977 crop
left them no finance for land
preparation and seeding in 1978.

Fortunately the 1978 season was
generally much better and only a
small number of farmers were
declared drought-affected. But
drought recurred in 1979.
Once again in response to farmers'
appeals, the Committee
recommended that the total
borrowing limit should be extended
progressively.
The annual borrowing limit was held ·
at $20,000 in 1977 /78, but droughtaffected farmers who had not applied
for concessional loans in 1976/ 77
were allowed a maximum of $40,000.
In 1979, the annual limit was lifted to
$30,000, and the accumulated
drought loan debt limit to a figure at
the discretion of the loan
administrator.
It is reasonable to assume that
without the carry-on finance scheme,
hundreds of Western Australian
farmers would have had to sell out at
a time when drought-area farm
values were well below fair levels.
As the drought continued, the
committee received an increasing
number of reports of the serious
financial difficulties being
experienced by many country-based
businesses. There was a real threat
that, without assistance, some of
these might be forced to close down,
leaving the surrounding districts
without nearby sources of goods and
services.

continue living and working in their
own districts until they could be
re-employed.
Once again the State Government
accepted the recommendation and
made grants available from its own
Treasury for specific Shire projects
aimed at employing displaced
workers.
Thus a workable system of helping
farmers, and those dependent on
them, to carry on in spite of drought
was firmly established.
This system covered the major areas
of need for Government help.
Meanwhile, the original drought
relief mechanisms were updated and
improved.
In 1980/81,
the measures included:
• Rail freight concessions and road
transport subsidies for grain and hay;
for stock forwarded to and returning
from agistment, and for stock
purchased for re-stocking.
• Concessional loans to droughtaffected farmers, lessees and
sharefarmers.
• Assistance to farmers in waterdeficient areas.
• Programmes to counter droughtcaused wind-erosion problems.
During the drought the committee
helped to promote many other relief
schemes.

Finally the Commowealth accepted
the principle during 1980-81 and
provided funding. Other States
followed suit, with similar requests
for help.

For example:
• CSBP and Farmers Ltd, assisted
by the Department of Agriculture
provided a free soil testing service to
give drought affected farmers a better
idea of the amount of fertiliser
remaining in their soils after crop
failures. This helped reduce their
fertiliser bills for the following crop.
• Appeals for grain and hay
donations.
• Surplus potatoes from the Potato
Marketing Board were made
available in 1977/78 for stock feed.
• Thousands of sheep were moved
from drought areas to sales in lessaffected areas.

Another suggestion put to the
Committee by Local Government
Authorities was that money be made
available to employ people displaced
from farm and country town jobs by
the drought. The purpose was to give
such people the opportunity to

The costs
From 1976 until the time the 1980 / 8 l
payout was assessed, State and
Commonwealth aid to the rural
industries in the form of drought
relief totalled nearly $62 million. Of
this about $58 million was in the

The Committee recommended
assistance for such firms in 1979. The
State Government accepted the
principle but its application to the
Federal Government for special
funding was refused. However, the
State launched an assistance scheme
of its own, based on concessional
loans.
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form of concessional loans. Various
subsidies, water cartage costs and
grants to Shires made up the other
$4 million.

In that time, more than 4,000 farmers
in 48 Shires had been assisted.
The number of loan approvals to
farmers totalled 2,440, and to
share/armers and lessees, 416.
The cost to the agricultural industries
in lost production can only be
'guesstimated' because we cannot
assume that every season would have
been 'normal' in all respects.
However, it is significant that the
gross value of Western Australia's
wheat crop fell from $428 million in
1975/76 to $290 million in 1976/77.
It remained at about $290 million in
1977 / 78, rose to $572 million in
1978/79, fell to $561 million in
I 979 / 80 and to $5 IO million in
1980/ 8 I. With a record 4.58 million
hectares sown and a good season it
reached a record $720 million in
198 I/ 82. These fluctuations masked
the steady increase in area sown year
by year. In fact, the loss in wheat
production alone probably
represented more than $500 million
between I 976 and I 98 I.
The livestock figure would be more
difficult to assess because many of
the sheep and cattle sold from
drought affected areas were bought
by farmers in the higher rainfall
areas. The effect of economic
recession on the beef cattle industry
was superimposed on this. This
recession led to a steady increase in
the numbers slaughtered and a steady
fall in the State's total beef herd.
In the same way, the number of
sheep and lambs slaughtered
continued to increase steadily and the
number exported alive to rise
dramatically. The fact that the State's
total flock number dropped by only
four million during the drought
period partly reflects the effectiveness
of the Government's drought aid
measures.
When the full impact of the 1976
drought hit wheatbelt flockowners,
saleyards and abattoirs came under
heavy pressure and sheep prices,
collapsed. Through the Committee,
livestock agents organised a saleyards
consignments quota system. Also,
with the co-operation of the

Transport Commission they arranged
for trainloads of sheep to be sent
from drought areas to special
graziers' sales in the Great Southern.
Many thousands of sheep were sent
to agistment with the help of
transport subsidies.
In retrospect, the greatest
achievement of the drought aid
measures was in keeping producers
'in business', and therefore able to
gain from better seasonal conditions
as these eventuated ... in other
words, by maintaining the State's
agricultural productive capacity.
Department of Agriculture
involvement
While Governments were making
financial assistance available to
drought affected farmers, the
Department of Agriculture, through
its extension and research staff, was
supplying technical information.

The Department was responsible for
administering the various freight
subsidies available through
Government relief schemes. These
subsidies made it possible for many
stock to be retained, either by
supplementary feeding on the farm or
by agistment in more favoured areas.

stress, unemployment and
community involvement.

Officers maintained contact with
farmers and disseminated
information through such means as
field days, meetings, radio talks and
publications including Farmnotes,
Agricultural Memos and mass media
bulletins.

Throughout the drought years the
media, particularly the press and
radio, gave valuable support by
keeping farmers informed of
measures available to them and of
useful management strategies which
could help them survive.

They organised a series of special
seminars dealing with general
drought problems faced- by
communities in the northern
agricultural areas. These dealt with
such subjects as coping with personal

Western Australia must accept the
ever-present threat of drought, but
has succeeded in establishing an
effective formula for helping primary
producers to retain their valuable
productive capacity.

The Department also took the
initiative in extending to farmers the
benefits of improved water
catchments for farm dams. The value
of such works becomes very apparent
in the dry years.

At the start of the drought Western
Australia's sheep and cattle numbers
were at their highest-ever level.
Significant proportions of these were
in the drought areas.
Affected farmers sold many of their
stock for slaughter or to other
farmers in more favoured areas, but
most wanted to retain at least a
breeding nucleus on their farms. The
Department's Animal Production
officers formulated special feeding
strategies for these stock.
On many farms vast areas of failed
crop were available for stock. Such
crops represented a good source of
stock feed but nutritionists knew
their value could be wasted if grazing
were not controlled. The Department
developed techniques for estimating
feed values and rationing drought
crops safely, mainly from the results
of research done during the 1969 / 70
drought.
Where this type of feed was not
available, special grain feeding
strategies were developed.
Early lambing ewes were almost
completely reliant on supplementary
feed.
Departmental advisers also were
active in formulating fertiliser advice
for drought affected farmers planning
their next crops. These advisers were
very closely involved also with the
free soil testing service

T. E. McDOWELL
No story of recent Western Australian droughts would be complete
without a tribute to the late T. E. (Tom) McDowell, former Deputy
Director of Agriculture, who died suddenly on October 29, 1982.
In 1976, when it became evident that the winter rains could fail, the
Western Australian Government reconvened the Drought Consultative
Committee. Tom was selected as Chairman on the basis of his wealth of
experience in dealing with rural issues of all kinds, and his outstanding
organising ability.
During the unprecedented series of droughts that fallowed, Tom and his
committee developed the many recommendations which were accepted by
the Western Australian Government to establish the practical and effective
drought relief measures and methods of application/armers are so familiar
with today. These have set a pattern for the future.
This was one of many valuable contributions to Western Australian
agriculture for which Tom McDowell will be remembered.
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